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Abstract 
This paper addresses the issue of the disconnect that exists between environment-behavior research and design 
professions, explores the reasons for the perpetual lack of connection, and suggests some practical solutions that both 
researchers and practitioners can adopt to bridge the gap. The discussion points out that research and practice should 
not be mutually exclusive and that they should work in unison. The paper suggests a few approaches towards creating 
this link. Although fundamental epistemological disparities separate them, the fields of inquiry and practice can be 
linked by the most critical aspect; the socio-psycho-cultural dimensions of design.   
© 2013 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and peer-review under responsibility of the Centre for Environment-
Behaviour Studies (cE-Bs), Faculty of Architecture, Planning & Surveying, Universiti Teknologi MARA, Malaysia. 
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1. Introduction 
The need for acquiring an in-depth knowledge of a variety of social phenomena in physical 
environments has always been central to interdisciplinary environment-behaviour research. Ever since the 
late 1960s when the field was formally created at the first Environmental Design Research Association 
(EDRA), scholars have emphatically been working on establishing the importance of empirically-driven, 
evidence-based research in environment-behaviour studies (Moore, 1987; Rapoport, 1995). The increase 
of graduate programs, local, national, and international academic conferences, scholarly publications, and 
different academic networks are true testimonies to how important environment-behaviour research had 
become over the last few decades. However, the value of human behaviour and experiences in designed 
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and natural environments does not always cross over to where it really matters: to the wide arena of 
architects, planners, and designers. These professionals play a significant role in shaping and modifying 
everyday environments in which people live, work, play, and rest, but very often they do so without 
utilizing the information about the very nature of such human experiences.  Human behaviour in built 
environments is the basis of vast amounts of empirical evidence gathered together by environment-
behaviour researchers. Although research efforts of many years have yielded critical information that 
could be very useful in the design field, they have been often overlooked as unnecessary or have gone 
largely unnoticed altogether by practicing professionals. This paper and presentation discuss possible 
reasons for this glaring disjuncture and what approaches and tools can be used to remedy it.  
2. Research and practice: differences in paradigms?  
For centuries, architecture has been viewed through the traditional Vitruvian lens which defines 
architecture as a product of (Firmness, Commodity, and Delight).  
Architecture is also 
essentially considers only the physical characteristics of a building or an interior. It also implies that 
architecture is nothing but a product, a machine aesthetic; that a building is an attractive instrument that 
dictates to people on how they should use it and in what precise ways. Note that none of these common 
definitions happen to mention the most critical component of architecture; the people who use it. 
Why does architecture seem to turn away from understanding its own users in-depth? When it comes 
gonomics, circulation, and 
functional activities? Why do architects tend to mistakenly presume, again and again, that their designs 
will accommodate all users successfully and satisfy all their social, psychological, and cultural 
preferences and needs, when they do not happen to know what those preferences and needs might be? 
technologically advanced, and aesthetically pleasing and uniquely attractive. Architectural competitions 
and award winning designs, for example, are frequently measured by these same criteria, while whether 
they successfully fulfil user needs is never even considered. Additionally, architectural training, sans only 
a handful of exceptions, seems to encourage learning as experimenting with new technologies and 
creating unique aesthetic enchantments. When architects, planners, or designers manipulate lines, shapes, 
and forms to design an environment, they invariably dictate how people should use those environments.  
It is not often that those lines, shapes, and forms are generated from evidence about user preferences and 
behaviour or for social, psychological, and cultural reasons. As a result, both in practice and in 
educational training, the design process rarely addresses the social environment of architecture. 
On the other hand, tapping into multiple disciplinary fields of social sciences, environment-behaviour 
research aspires to discover the very essence of socio-cultural realm of design. Vital empirical 
reasons for environmental preferences, perception, place identity, spiritual and symbolic aspects, historic 
dimensions, and many other similar aspects, is gathered through interdisciplinary perspectives in 
environment-behaviour research. This work provides the essential wide spectrum of evidence needed to 
understand in depth the nature of interactions between people and environments they inhabit. 
Despite the fact that it is directly relevant and significantly important to architects, planners, and 
designers, research evidence seems to stop short at the threshold of the design profession. This 
detachment results from the commonly held view that environment-behaviour studies and architecture are 
two vastly different disciplines that have no direct link to one another (Moore, 1987; Fernando, 2007).  
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While design professions are typically predisposed to focus only on technological and aesthetic aspects 
of design, and thus tend to ignore socio-cultural and psychological dimensions, environment-behaviour 
studies also do not extend efforts deliberately enough to make their work reach the design professions. 
Dissemination of research is typi
and academic conferences. These venues do not always overlap with the venues in the world of practicing 
design professionals, and thus research information never gets shared and discussed, nor is a common 
ground created. Additionally, research in architecture is often accepted only when carried out within the 
architectural practices and professional organizations, such as the American Institute of Architects (AIA). 
Such research endeavours, however, very rarely include any social scientific research as a core, visible 
focus. 
This conspicuous lack of connection between research evidence and utilization of that evidence in 
professional design practices is not new; it has its roots going back to many decades. Architecture, some 
-
behaviour studies, and therefore, it does not have to rely on a new perspective. However, research and 
design are not just mutually exclusive entities; they are essentially two sides of the same coin, being 
social scientific research evidence with design professionals informing their design processes and 
programming, and in turn to use professional practice as a platform to derive new critical research topics. 
The Environmental Design Research Association (EDRA), for example, held its 31st annual international 
environment-behaviour research and design practices still remains wide.  
What are the possible reasons for this continuing disconnection? What approaches can we take so that 
research and practice will come together, to work in a strong collaboration, and to inform and strengthen 
one another? This paper offers some perspectives as answers to these questions.    
3. Bridging the gap 
3.1. Beyond architectural determinism 
Due to various reasons, including the historically assumed role of architecture as an elite profession, 
the majority of architects and designers tend to follow a top-down approach in the design process.  While 
there is no doubt that their extensive academic and field training render these superior capabilities, it can 
also give rise to the conviction that architects know how people should and would use the spaces they 
design, leading to the deterministic view that physical environments dictate user behaviour. There are 
many architectural products founded on this view that had met disastrous ends. Pruitt-Igoe housing in St. 
Louis, Missouri (1955-1976) is a prime example. In the infamous and regrettable architectural failure, it 
became clear to many that social and sub-cultural behaviours that have shaped norms, values, attitudes, 
perceptions, and identities associated with people and space use have been largely ignored in the design 
and implementation of the housing, and if architects were to understand these perceptions and behaviours, 
the entire projects would have designed differently. Questions arise invariably as to how similar situations 
should be prevented in future, and more importantly, if in-depth knowledge about user behaviour can 
inform architects for better architecture and planning.   
What can be done in this particular stance? One suggestion is to change the concept of top-down 
approach and adopt a design process methodology that is essentially based on utilizing research evidence. 
Design pr what how What do we have to 
design? How do we design it? who why how For whom do we 
design? Why do we design it for them How do we design it for them?
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architects, planners, and designers must be open and receptive to information on user behaviour 
substantiated by empirical research. They should be accepting the fact that critical information about 
environmental design can be gleaned from extensive research in multiple disciplines such as psychology, 
anthropology, sociology, geography, and other social sciences. Thirdly, design professionals can obtain 
first-hand information about how buildings may work when people use them by inviting people 
themselves to participate in the design process (Sanoff, 2000). Participatory design has been shown to 
bring extremely successful results in architecture, planning, and interior design. It also adds value to the 
profession of environmental design. Differences that seem to exist between design professionals and 
actual users on how buildings should function  in physical, social, cultural, and symbolic dimensions 
alike- can be ironed out when both parties work together in unison.   
3.2. Accessibility of research 
While practicing professionals are called to change their design philosophies and to base their work 
processes on interdisciplinary research information, it is also necessary that environment-behaviour 
researchers make their work more readily accessible to professionals. Traditionally, the work of 
environment-behaviour studies is based on empirical and field research and on unearthing a variety of 
socio-psycho-cultural information about people in their physical environments. The audience of such 
research has mostly been consisting of academics across different social sciences namely, universities 
and research institutions- and readers of scholarly publications. The research findings, as a result, hardly 
reach an audience of practicing design professionals. This is perhaps the most significant shortcoming in 
environment-behaviour research work.   
In what ways can design professionals receive evidence-based information from environment-
behaviour studies? Many possible scenarios can be created. These possibilities, it is suggested, may lead 
to more cohesive and fruitful utilization of research in design. 
First, the image of research as purely an intellectual endeavour, with no practical value or application 
potential, needs to be altered. Scholars in environment-behaviour studies can take on the responsibility of 
changing this image by presenting their work at venues attended by architects, urban planners, and 
interior designers and publishing research results in professional magazines and books.  
Secondly, research findings can be disseminated in a common language that can easily be understood 
by academics and professionals alike. One common reservation that architects and designers have about 
environment-behaviour research is that it is filled with verbose jargon and social scientific vocabulary 
that are difficult to comprehend, let alone to use as application in their design work.  There is a valid 
reason for such criticism; architecture and allied professions are steeped in the discipline of humanities 
and art, while environment-behaviour studies are constructed on social sciences. With this comes a 
fundamental difference in perception of environmental design; architects and other design professionals 
tend to view built environments primarily through visual and physical characteristics, while environment-
behaviour scholars focus on built environments through the lenses of social and psychological 
characteristics of their users. When present, this dichotomy misleads each side, taking away the message 
that both views are equally important in environmental design (Davidoff, 2000). One way to alleviate this 
is that environment-behaviour researchers can share their research findings in the language of the design 
community so that they can decipher the significance and applicability of research.  
Thirdly, it is necessary to acknowledge and understand the deeper paradigmatic differences between 
research and practice. In addition to sharing research findings and conclusions and how to apply them in 
design through a common language, scholars can simplify the presentation of research processes so that 
others with little or no training in doing research can still comprehend it. By nature, environment-
behaviour research is investigative, rigorous, empirically-driven, methodology-heavy, logically reasoned, 
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and corroboration-based. But such epistemological stances can be far removed from professionals who 
focus on more holistic views and pragmatic attitudes. This too falls under the need for speaking a 
common language. Design professionals are not trained to use statistical data to analyze a phenomenon 
related to built environments; they may regard such research findings merely as numbers that have no 
significance (Pavlides & Cranz, 2009). Quantifiable data has trad
in many areas of social sciences, resulting in a wide use of quantitative research in environment-
behaviour studies. But in recent years, scholars have come to realize that this approach, originally 
founded on the positivist epistemology that influenced behavioural research in the mid-20th Century, does 
Compared with linear, more experimental, quantitative research, non-hypothesis based qualitative 
research methodology is more exploratory, subjective, and open to logical interpretation. For this reason, 
qualitative data may resonate more closely with creative approaches of architecture and may be adopted 
more readily by practicing professionals.      
3.3. Research and practice as collaboration 
Although not widely acknowledged and readily put into use, it is crucial to understand that 
environment-behaviour research and design professions are intricately linked. Frequently one hears the 
claim by researchers that their work has much knowledge to offer architects, planners, and designers, but 
that work actually remain unheeded. Conversely, professional practice of architecture, planning, and 
design can significantly feed research scholarship by providing timely topics related to design, on which 
research is desperately required. Thus, research and practice can be seen not as mutually exclusive 
separate worlds, but two disciplines that can be mutually supported.    
Another important way that researchers and practitioners can join forces together is to examine built 
environments after they have been used for a period of time.  Characteristically, buildings are evaluated 
for success when they are constructed. Architectural and design awards, honours and recognitions are also 
bestowed at the time of their completion or soon after. Yet the real success of a building can be measured 
only when it has been occupied by its intended users for a considerable amount of time. In addition, 
actual users of a building, or any other built environment, may not always be the client with whom design 
professionals work; more often than not, especially in the case of public and commercial buildings, users 
are mostly unknown at the time of design. Only when such a building is put to use over time, one can 
assess its success or failure. Post-occupancy evaluation (POE) research can uncover such essential 
ultural, 
and psychological functions. Research information from POE studies can feed back to the practice, 
providing architects and designers vital directions for future designs that can be more successful.  
3.4. Design education  
Another critical step to close the gap between research and practice is to review how architects and 
other designers are academically trained.  Environment- behaviour studies can be the nexus of design 
education where young designers can learn to shape their design philosophies along the social, 
psychological, and cultural dimensions of design. Current design accreditation agencies in the U.S., such 
as the National Architectural Accrediting Board (NAAB) and the Council for Interior Design 
Accreditation (CIDA), have set mandatory academic standards for design thinking, applied research and 
environment-behaviour studies, as a way to ensure that future professionals would acquire a solid 
knowledge base and an inquiring disposition in the design field. Two observations can be made on this 
aspect. First, design education programs must incorporate environment-behaviour research not as a single 
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(or two) course, but essentially as a part of the design studio sequence. It is only then students will learn 
the critical relevance of environment-behaviour research in design, and that they are not two separate 
entities (Fernando, 2007; Jenson, 2007). Secondly, research should not be introduced only at graduate 
levels of design education. Concepts of environment-behaviour perspectives, along with the notion that 
architecture is not just a creative, idiosyncratic endeavour but a serious social responsibility, must be 
taught in undergraduate level courses too. Recent advances in architecture have rendered architectural 
education to focus much on technology. While this is undoubtedly important, there should also be a 
are shaped by their social, psychological, cultural and sub-cultural backgrounds. Design students must 
learn that environment-behaviour research should not be regarded only as an afterthought, and that 
research is an essential and embedded component of the design process. 
training is key to successfully bridge the gap between research and practice.  
4. Conclusion 
Environment-behaviour research and design practice have been detached from each other long enough. 
While there have been many efforts to link these two very important entities, they still continue to be 
elusive. Questions can be raised about the efforts that have been too grand, that neither party would 
understand their relevance or significance. The most critical attempt is not merely to create an awareness 
of mutual benefits between research and practice, which has been done before, but to open practical and 
realistic paths so that researchers and design professionals will begin to walk in the same direction. 
Philosophical shifts, responsibility of sharing information lucidly, and educational training are such paths 
we all can begin to take. It is time.   
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